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groups of other workers and not transmit much of its own
virtue. Yet nothing could have seemed more unlikely,
when these two young poets began to appear in the
'eighties, than that they should come to be known and felt
throughout the land by their characters rather than by what
they wrote. For, if the truth is to be spoken, neither Yeats
nor A.E. has ever been widely read in Ireland. They never
gave to Ireland what Moore gave in one way, and the
writers of Young Ireland in another, a poetry for common
consumption. The first thing that Yeats had to do was to
declare on all occasions that such poetry is not strengthening,
though it may excite; that is it no food for the mind.
These opinions were denounced for flat blasphemy;
but the young poet had a will like steel; and to it more than
to any other cause is due the place which Irish literature has
come to hold.
But in the period of successful revolution, while Parnell
was forcing one surrender after another from the British
government, there was no hearing to be had for divergent
views upon literary excellence. Only after death in 1891
had put its seal on ParnelTs overthrow, and all hope of
fresh effort under that tremendous leadership was ended,
did the thoughts of Ireland begin to turn from their ex-
clusive preoccupation with a political struggle. That
conflict indeed went on, but it was largely internecine;
and the three young men in Ireland who had most to give
began to find their gifts at last considered for acceptance.
I have now to consider the self-conscious literary movement
of which in different ways they were the prime movers.